NOMAD

" Oh, no. He was very well and strong once. But
a man took a big stone and struck him on the side of
the head so that there was a huge gash."

"Why?"

"Because the man found him sleeping with his
woman. At any rate, that's how the story goes. And
there was a great gash in his head. And ever since
then he has been out of his senses. After he has eaten
here to-night, he may wander away. We may not see
him for weeks. But he always turns up again/'

A woman of seventy years old, the matriarch of the
family, staggered into the tent and flung down her great
burden of brushwood. The men immediately made
room for her round the fire. She sat down and lit her
pipe. There were tattoo marks about her chin, and a
blue blob marking each cheek. Her right nostril was
pierced by a silver ring. When she joined in the con-
versation they listened to her with attention and respect.
Women have no status in the Moslem world, but their
influence over their sons is strong.

We rose from the fire to squat round a dish of leban
and bread mixed in a sauce, so that after Auda had
mashed it all up with his large fingers, it had the colour
and consistency of porridge.

When all had finished eating they handed the lunatic
a one-stringed instrument made from a kid skin
stretched over a hollow box with a stick thrust through
it.

I waited. First he played five notes separated by a
quarter-tone. He played the notes quickly in succes-
sion over and over again. Then he began to sing. His
voice was loud and hoarse. And it was still as if he
was trying nervously to satisfy his examiners. For his
eyes searched our faces as if in dreadful fear of finding